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Freidin Chapter One: The Charisma of Poetry and the Poetry of Charisma courtiers, the Butler and the Baker would probably have shrugged off the arrogant claim of this most humble and unlicensed soothsayer, but the sudden loss of station, indeed of all social and psychological support, must have made them too vulnerable to decline any solution no matter how improbable. Besides, was there not something special about this Hebrew who had inexplicably escaped execution despite the gravity of his alleged crime and, equally inexplicably, had been placed in charge of prison affairs by the warden (Gen., 39:21-23)? Their own predicament, too, was unusual, at least in their eyes, and as such it might have seemed well suited to the oddness of Joseph. Still, the Baker remained reticent and would tell Joseph his dream only after he had heard the favorable interpretation of the Butler's nocturnal omens. This change of heart suggests that he tended to attribute to Joseph's talent a power to shape as well as disclose one's fate, in other words a modicum of extraordinary, virtually demonic power. What made Joseph appear even stranger was the fact that his plea for a reward followed rather than preceded the rendering of service and took the form of a request for a favor unconstrained by any contractual bond. The ensuing events proved Joseph's interpretations correct, as later on they would corroborate his understanding of the dream dreamt by the Pharaoh who was so impressed by Joseph's gift ("the spirit of God") that he made him his highest viceroy. This is one way of retelling part of the Joseph legend, a story about a miserable slave who became the most powerful man in Egypt, second only to the Pharaoh, through the grace of God.
A more analytical retelling might be based on Max Weber's conceptions of charismatic authority. [7] Unlike traditional authority and that of the rational-legal type, which exist in a relatively stable social milieu, charismatic authority depends on the beliefs of groups seized by "enthusiasm, despair or hope." [8] Often, this authority becomes vested in an individual who believes himself, and is believed to be, endowed with "supernatural, superhuman or at least specifically exceptional powers or qualities." [9] Ultimately, these extraordinary "gifts" signify the charismatic individual's intimate contact with what he and society perceive as "sacred" [10] or "central" to its universe; in its turn, proximity to fate endows such a leader with an exceptional ability to order or disorder the core of forces that "make sense" of the world, whether in the area of politics, high art, religion, popular culture, or science. [11] In this respect, what distinguishes a charismatic figure, or group, or institution from its ordinary counterpart in society is not a matter of a particular program --the program merely conducts the current of authority --but the difference in intensity of expression between the feebly electrified "periphery" of a culture and the always steaming awesome powerhouse of its "center." [12] For a charismatic figure to emerge it is necessary that the claim to possession of the gift be recognized by others. [13] In fact, what distinguishes the sociological notion of charismatic authority from the notion of charisma, including its Biblical, Pauline usage, [14] is the indispensable symbiosis between the leader and his following, which transfroms charisma into a relational, mediating entity primarily, and not simply a divine gift held by a specific figure. Given the extraordinary nature of charisma, recognition of a charismatic person by a group occurs outside the daily round of life, [15] and in this respect the type of proof that a charismatic figure offers must be perceived, apart from the requirement of effectiveness, as something magical, irrational, unpredictable, in short, extraordinary. "Originally," Weber wrote, it was "always a miracle." [16] Perhaps the central paradox of the workings of charismatic authority involves the disparity between the holder's total This second, less evident aspect of proof involved both the absence of remuneration and Joseph's unusual freedom from the customary bonds of family and tribe. His seeming indifference to personal gain and virtual independence from ordinary human obligations made Joseph's aptitude for dream-interpretation, although it was not altogether unusual, appear brilliant and unalloyed. This is not to say that Joseph expected no rewards for his insights (he did); rather, the rewards had to be as extraordinary as the intensity with which his gift was displayed, that is, most unlike the fee that a professional would charge. Nor did he undertake his interpretations in the hope of enriching his family, though it eventually benefited from his generosity. Even more important, prior to his elevation by the Pharaoh Joseph had no regular standing in Egyptian society, and his spectacular performances, if anything, must have made him even more of a stranger to it [19] . This lack of social face, or to put it differently, this empty space in place of a fixed identity made Joseph into an excellent projection screen for the anxieties and desires of his not always hospitable hosts. The nearly tragic incident with the wife of Captain Potiphar gives us some idea of how good a screen one could make out of Joseph's many-colored coat. Among its many different patches, a butler, a baker, a pharaoh, his captain and his captain's wife, and finally, Joseph's own brothers had little trouble finding those colors that matched the tint and glow of their own nightmares and dreams.
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T h e S i a m e s e T w i n s
For us, who are not initiated into the simple mystery of the exorcist's soul--into his power over the word which transforms word into deed--this may be laughable only because we have forgotten the soul of the people and, perhaps, the true soul in general.
A. Blok, "The Poetry of Spells and Incantations" Sometimes I think I am a Dutch cock or I am the king of Pskov. And sometimes I like best of all my own name Vladimir Maiakovskii.
Vl. Maiakovskii, Vladimir Maiakovskii: A Tragedy
Mandelstam's career was, of course, different from that of his ancient namesake, and yet, the story of Joseph provides more than one illuminating analogy to what might be called the phenomenon of Mandelstam, namely, the totality of his and his art's life in the imagination of his readers. Mandelstam was and, judging by the posthumous reception, still is a charismatic poet, just as Joseph was a charismatic diviner, and not merely an anonymous vehicle for interpreting dreams. His "gift" was not limited to his verbal art but permeated the whole of what his readers and, I assume he himself, perceived as his personality (lichnost'). As if to belie the opinion of the early Formalist criticism that art must be judged apart from the artist's life, Mandelstam's poetry, like that of his more illustrious contemporaries, was and is difficult to separate from the legendary (in the value-neutral sense) biographical aura that has surrounded it; indeed, difficult to separate even from from the way he looked as he recited his verse:
Mandelstam's face was not striking at first glance. Thin, with slight, irregular features, he reminded one in his whole aspect of the people in Chagall's paintings. But then he began to read, in a sing-song way and slightly rocking to the rhythm of the verse. Blok and I were sitting side by side. Suddenly he touched my sleeve softly and with his eyes pointed toward the face of Osip Emil'evich. I have never seen a human face so transformed by inspiration and selfabandonment. Mandelstam's homely, unassuming face had become the face of a visionary and prophet. Aleksandr Aleksandrovich [Blok] was also astonished by this. [20] A Coat of Many Colors Freidin Chapter One: The Charisma of Poetry and the Poetry of Charisma Blok's silent assent speaks volumes about the impression that Mandelstam's "gift" could make on his audience. Himself a foremost visionary of his time, he made the following "Joseph-like" note in his diary after attending Mandelstam's recital:
. . . Clearly an artiste. His poetry emerges out of dreams--of a very special kind that abide wholely within the realm of art. [21] It should be pointed out that for Blok the "realm of art" was among the variety of realms of religious experience. [22] To cut such an awe-inspiring figure at moments of poetic "possession" meant to be seen as someone who was in close proximity to the culture's "center," its core where it was possible to glimpse the inner workings of fate open only to visionaries and prophets. [23] At least since Nikolai Gogol's masterful performances at the Aksakovs', [24] public recitals in Russia have constituted an important moment in the author's interaction with his reader in Russia. In this century, poets have benefited from this institution enormously, as witnessed by the mesmerizing artistry of Blok, the breath-taking antics of the Futurists, especially Maiakovskii spell-binding recitals, [25] and the "shamanistic" se'ances of Osip Mandelstam. [26] To the extent that the word of such a poet was perceived as having transcendent attributes (and Mandelstam, for one, did not flinch at referring to the poetic word as Logos [27] ), the poet's capacity to make himself transparent to the word contributed greatly to the affirmation of his charismatic aura. People who attended these performances could palpably experience the presence of the spirit possessing the poet, hear the poet's oracle and feel in close proximity to the sacred, which in ordinary life remains concealed behind the "veil" of the daily grind. [28] At moments of a particularly profound despair or enthusiasm, a poet's reading may even be experienced as a sort of a tremendum mysteriosum, a sensation on a continuum with the Biblical "fear of God." Consider, for example the impression that Mandelstam's reading made on his friend Nikolai Khardzhiev, a literary scholar and an art historian, who attended the poet's recital in November, 1932. Khardzhiev's testimony is especially significant as it comes from a private letter to Boris Eikhenbaum, a colleague and a scholar of great sophistication (emphasis is mine):
Mandelstam is the only consolation. He is a poet of genius, of valor, a heroic man. A gray-bearded patriarch, Mandelstam presided as shaman for two and a half hours. He recited every poem that he had written (in the past two years) in chronological order! They were such terrifying exorcisms that many people took fright. Even Pasternak was afraid--he lisped: "I envy your freedom. For me you are a new Khlebnikov. And just as alien to me as he is. I need a nonfreedom.
And, Khardzhiev continued, when some of those who did not "take fright" challenged the poet publicly, he answered them with the haughtiness of a captive emperor--or a captive poet. [29] It should be pointed out that both the correspondent and the addressee had known and admired Mandelstam for many years [30] and therefore nothing could be further from
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Freidin Chapter One: The Charisma of Poetry and the Poetry of Charisma Khardzhiev's mind than advertising Mandelstam's success in a friendly missive. All the more striking then the choice of qualities attributed to Mandelstam: a genius (possessed by a spirit), a heroic man (superhuman), a patriarch (in line with Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph), a shaman (a sorcerer and master of metampsychosis), an exorcist (capable of casting out demons), a terror-and fear-inspiring figure (tremendum mysteriosum), a captive emperor (of Rome among the Huns?), and only lastly, to sum up all of these extraordinary powers--a poet.
[31] Equally revealing was Pasternak's proclaiming Mandelstam to be the "second" Velemir Khlebnikov (1885-1922), [32] that mysterious genius of Russian modernism who enjoyed the reputation of a "fool in Christ,"[33] a holy man, indeed a Christ figure, even among the allegedly cold-blooded and no-nonsense Formalists. Viktor Shklovskii, for one, a writer not famous for his Christian piety, could compare Khlebnikov's death to the Crucifixion and his readers to the Sanhedrin and the Roman Guard, while Jakobson could take this comparison as a starting point for his seminal essay "On a Generation That Squandered Its Poets" (1931).
Forgive us for yourself and for others whom we will kill. The state is not responsible for the destruction of people. When Christ lived and spoke it did not understand His Aramaic, and it has never understood simple human speech. The Roman Soldiers who pierced Christ's hands are no more to blame than the nails. Nevertheless, it is very painful for those whom they crucify. [34] It is well known that Khlebnikov was not persecuted by the state, but died of a gangrene-like desease while being cared for by his friend, the artist Pavel Miturich. [35] Accordingly, and in a way similar to the Joseph legend, Mandelstam's exalted standing, his famous hauteur, [36] has coexisted with, indeed has drawn sustenance from, his reputation as a bungler and pariah, a reputation that his own writings often seconded. Thus, he could count himself among the stars of the most luminous constellation of Russian poetry, next to Derzhavin and Lermontov, as he did in the 1923 "Slate Ode," while complaining of profound inadequacy in a bitterly ironic "Pindaric fragment," "He Who Found a Horseshoe," where he likened himself to the lucky charm "fragment" of a once magnificent racing steed. To follow Mandelstam's characterization of his fictional alter ego Parnok in "The Egyptian Stamp" (1928), his lot was that of a "mosquito prince," "a prince of bad luck, a Collegial Assessor from the city of Thebes" [37] --the rank of the humiliated proud misfits from the Petersburg-Thebes of Gogol and Dostoevskii.
There is a famous oft-repeated line of Marina Tsvetaeva, a sort of paraphrase of Pangloss's optimistic motto, which helps to grasp Mandelstam's ambiguous self-image--this fusion of princely hubris with the humility of an insignificant and annoying insect. "In this most Christian of worlds, poets are Yids!" [38] When Tsvetaeva fired off this shot at the philistines in 1924, many poets, including Mandelstam, could have testified that she was speaking for their generation. Her pungent ethnic metaphor implied, first, that in contemporary society one could do better than be a Jew; second, that those who shared her calling were treated as and had the fate of the culture's proverbial outcasts; and third, as a designation for a figure of recognized symbolic power, that the true center of modern culture was with the opposites of those "most Christian" --the antipodal "Yids." As chance would have it, Mandelstam fit The clamorous rivers [of time] were narrating The course of the febrile wrangles of men. . . . [40] Further, Tsvetaeva's words point to one of the most important contemporary assumptions concerning poetry. In addition to the usual indifference, Russian society extended to the poets a measure of serious consideration with all the profound ambiguity that such consideration implied. Mandelstam's retort to his wife about the death by firing squad in 1921 of his friend Nikolai Gumilev has become proverbial: "Fool, it is a good thing that we live in a country where people are shot for their verse." [41] For it is on the one hand degradation and persecution, whether real or imagined, and reverence and veneration on the other, which have defined the two extremes that conjoin to form the "fate of the poet"--a term with obvious supernatural implications used by the pre-and post-Revolutionary Russian critics writing on the inside or the outside. [42] There is little surprising in this dualism, for few things seal one's bond with the sacred better than a little spilled blood or its mimetic counterparts. [43] As a medium of sacralization, this blood might have taken the form of cranberry juice,as it did in Aleksandr Blok's self-mocking Puppet Theatre or some less apparently ironic imitation such as ink, as in Maiakovskii's poem addressed to the suicide Esenin, [44] or the real stuff that flowed abundantly during the "literalist" years of World War I, the revolution, civil war, and the construction of the new Soviet state. Even when wars, revolutions, or the secret police, failed to oblige, one could put a bullet through one's heart, as Maiakovski did in 1930, timing his suicide to coincide with the week of Easter. [45] A Coat of Many Colors Freidin Chapter One: The Charisma of Poetry and the Poetry of Charisma Analyzing Maiakovskii's testament, Roman Jakobson summed up the function of a created biography-fate in the poet's oeuvre:
The letter with its several literary motifs and with Maiakovskii's own death in it is so closely interrelated with his poetry that it can be understood only in the context of his poetry. [46] That an artist aesthetisizes everything, including the sacred, is a matter of common sense, especially in post-Nietzschean modernism, but for a charismatic poet, a fact of life, one as serious as death, takes on the aura of the sacred as soon as it becomes a "literary fact." [47] When, in the words of Mandelstam's 1922 poem, "The Age":
[Russian text no. 4 here] Blood the builder gushes Through the throat out of the earth's things, the poet's own could be used to "glue together" the broken "vertebrae of the two centuries." [48] ","For a poet then, this assumption of seriousness "in this most Christian of the worlds" amounted to the necessity of cultivating the double identity of a pariah-king. "My poor Joseph," Nadezhda Mandelstam wrote, echoing Mandelstam's own poetry, "he remembered that in his veins there coursed the blood of shepherds, patriarchs and kings." [49] Unique and mysterious people, these, who can seemingly stand apart from the mainstream of their culture and yet be perceived by others and perceive themselves as extraordinary beings, in a way, the culture's closest progeny --by blood and image.
T h e H o l y A s P a r a d i g m
If a man experiences this feeling, becomes infected with the state of the soul which the author has experienced, and feels his unity with other people, then the object causing this state is art; where this infection does not take place there is no art. L. Tolstoy, "What Is Art
The sight of a mathematician who produces without effort the square of some ten-digit number fills us with a certain wonderment. But too often do we fail to see that a poet raises a phenomenon to the tenth power, and the modest appearence of a work of art frequently deceives us with respect to the monstrously condensed reality which it possesses. O. Mandelstam, "The Morning of Acmeism" (1913) In his classic study, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, Emile Durkheim concluded that the sacred, in one important sense, represented a projection of the collective interest of society onto the superhuman sphere. [50] From there, after gaining the higher
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Freidin Chapter One: The Charisma of Poetry and the Poetry of Charisma sanction and becoming a sacred principle, this will of the collective body for survival (according to Durkheim) or its will for self-representation (according to Geertz [51] ) could command universal assent even though an individual's interest and instinct may, and often do, run counter to it. "The worshipper," wrote the French sociologist, "believes himself to be held to certain manners of acting which are imposed upon him by the nature of the sacred principle with which he feels he is in communion." [52] To spell out this conceptualization, if at the risk of simplification, what Durkheim called the "sacred principle" represented a sort of archetypal paradigm--a formulaic, concentrated model of social being which differed from other forms of group consciousness or activity by the higher degree of symbolic intensity (the presence of "mana," or the like) that members of a given community ascribed to it. [53] It might be recalled that in his elaboration of Weber's sociology of charismatic authority, Edward Shils, too, put a special emphasis on intensity as a fundamental attribute of the "charismatic center," and it is less than surprising that a charismatic poet Osip Mandelstam, a junior contemporary of Durkheim and Weber, began one of his earliest essays on the nature of poetry by stressing the "monstrously condensed reality of the poetic word"--this pure paradigm encompassing the infinity of its variants. [54] That another contemporary, Sigmund Freud, made intensity a fundamental notion of his essentially paradigmatic economy of the human psyche and society (the Oedipus complex) suggests that we are dealing here with a case of historical congeniality. [55] Apparently, in turn-of-the-century Europe, the notion of intensity in association with the paradigmatic (or, as in Mandelstam, the "condensed reality" of a mathematical formula [56] ) denoted a phenomenon commanding the sort of reverence and respect afforded hidden springs of tremendous power. What the students of society and individual psyche were attempting to analyze was what the poet Mandelstam and a number of his colleagues attempted to appropriate and display in ample measure. But this shared fascination with the intensely paradigmatic provides only one reason why the "demystifiers" and the "mystagogues" seem so well suited for each other. Not only the object of their concern, the power of the extraordinary over the routine of life, but the very choice of the object was in harmony with the growing interest that an increasingly "rationalized" European society took in the demons of unreason slipping through the "positive," scientific net. [57] In order to make this "sociology" relevant to our down-scale, narrow topic, we must approach the phenomenon of modern Russian literature as something that is sacredly paradigmatic in relation to the society's round of life: its symbolic microcosm with the major authors as its stellar centers, or simply, the stars. [58] In this respect, literature, as a whole, would represent a specific product (symbolic, intense) of a common social interest, defined not by separate individuals or social groups, [59] but by what, as a minimum, amounts to a sine qua non of a social body, its never-ending performance in which it represents itself to itself. [60] Literature, then, as a potential locus of the sacred, should have been treated "seriously," perhaps, even with reverence by the Russians, and indeed it has been and still is. Khardzhiev's letter to Eikhenbaum is a telling example of this phenomenon, telling enough for us for us to pause here for a moment in order to consider it briefly against the background of another example of the literary-social paradigm.
It is a fact universally acknowledged that the famous poets of modern Russia, Mandelstam among them, have had (and still do) a personal following among their readers, a
Freidin Chapter One: The Charisma of Poetry and the Poetry of Charisma following bordering on a cult. No doubt a complex phenomenon, it involves, among other things, a strong tendency toward identification with the poet on the part of the reader, both individually and en masse. This tendency is implied in the very idea of intensity, which denotes a relation of quantity between or among the qualitatively similar entities, and without this underlying similitude the notion of intensity will not make any sense. The interdependence between the two is most evident in the following characterization of Aleksandr Blok which comes from a highly specialized scholarly study of his manner of recitation by S. N. Bernshtein, a pioneer of Saussurian structuralism in Russia [61] (italics are mine):
Generations shall cherish the emotional memory of the poet now gone. But we, his contemporaries "born in muted years," we are linked to him with an especially intimate link. And for us, who recognize in his poetic legacy the features our own aesthetically metamorphosed sense of the world, the untimely passing away of the poet appears profoundly symbolic: together with him, under the pressure of the catastrophic events of recents years, there passes away our spiritual uni-verse, and we, survivors of our own age, we are condemned to becoming our own historians. . .
By fixing the image of Aleksandr Blok, we, historians of our own time, already passing epoch, epigones of the pre-revolutionary attitudes, strive to mirror for the ages to come our own image and to pass on over the heads of the living to the distant descendants our ardor no longer comprehensible for the contemporaries who have managed to submit their psychological make-up to the demands of the current moment. [62] This statement, with which Bernshtein introduced his study, treats as self-evident that while the reader and the poet share their experience of the age, only the poet, a privilged child of the age, can serve as a symbolic medium of communion with the epoch. Thus, in order to transfix his age for posterity, indeed to assure his own cultural survival, Bernstein, a reader peripheral to the Blok cult, turned to the center of it, the acknowledged profound symbol of his generation, its paradigm, the poet Blok.
A similar pattern of identification can be observed in Khardzhiev's letter. In the enthusiastic and terrifying Stalinist 1932, the third year of the "total mobilization," most intellectuals (no matter how loyal) must have experienced a sense of constraint running the gamut from minor discomforts to the state of "captivity." [63] As readers, Khardzhiev and Eikhenbaum no doubt shared this sense with Mandelstam, but his experience was recognized as ultimately intense: he, the symbolic, central figure of the culture, implicitly likened to the cultivated Rome seized by the barbarians, behaved as a "captive emperor, or poet," while they, by implication, paid him court, being peripheral to him but still in his orbit. For the duration of the recital at least, he was the center of their universe, and as a result, every intense sensation, even fear (of which every soul had plenty in those days) appeared as something generated by the poet himself. No doubt, some of the poems were politically risque', and the very sight of this alleged relic of the past commanding an actual stage in the
Freidin Chapter One: The Charisma of Poetry and the Poetry of Charisma present must have appeared extraordinary. Other factors contributed too: Mandelstam's rather unusual appearence (a "patriarch" to Khradzhiev, he looked like a "dervish" to Lidiia Ginzburg [64] ), his frequent reliance on verbal formulae akin and kin to spells and exorcisms as well as his "shamanistic" [65] way of reciting poetry. All of this, in combination or separately, would have sufficed for tuning the mind of the audience--stressed as it was by the uncertainties of the Staling revolution--to the awe-inspiring wavelength. For these people expected to experience fear as well as awe, admiration, elation, and other strong sensations in the presence of a poet with Mandelstam's reputation who, among other things, too, expected to serve as an emotional catalyst for their "catharsis." Such is the paradox of charisma, particularly, of that type which one recent sociologist of religion qualified as a sort of a begger's charisma, a charisma of reversal characteristic of millenarian movements and sects. [66] The example of Maiakovskii's last and failed recital--a devastating fiasco precisely because he tried so hard--shows that an audience with a different set of expectations, cannot be moved even by one who had the reputation of Russia's foremost Orpheus. [67] By contrast, those who came to hear Mandelstam were prepared to be captivated by him for "two and a half hours." And since both poets were more than amply endowed with what is called "talent," the question of the relative merit of their poetry should not even begin to arise. Such are the vicissitudes of a charismatic mission--the paradox of being able to prove one's possession of the gift only to those who are thoroughly inclined to believe in it.
Apparently, Mandelstam and his audience shared not only a culture but a specific set of expectations that the poet was able to personify; and one can be fairly certain that Mandelstam appeared to those who gathered to hear him (and, no doubt, to himself) as a symbol of the community of his admirers while they perceived themselves as attenuated variants of the poet-paradigm. Each harbored a smouldering spark from the poet's charismatic fire. And as long as they could see the fire in the poet, they affirmed the presence of the spark in their own selves --the periphery and the center exchanging signals of mutual recognition. As to the fire, its source lay elsewhere, in some other exemplars, ingrained in the collective memory of the culture, whose identities the poet willingly assumed. Properly speaking, these deeply etched images, including the archetypal poet-healer, [68] poetmagician, poet-shaman, in short, the omnipotent poet, had been conjured up in a dream long before Mandelstam could put them to use in his poetry.
[Russian text no. 5 here] Perhaps, whispering was born even before the lips, And leaves once swirled in a woodlessness, And those to whom we dedicate our work Have had, before our work, their features formed.
(1933) [69] With this in mind we might imagine the poet's audience and his sympathetic readers as people who are dreaming the poet's interpretation of their own old and powerful dreams. For it was only through a combined effort of both party (conscious or unconscious) that a community of literary worship could begin to arise.
Mandelstam was by no means unaware of the mechanism of this reciprocal arrangement, nor of the culture's need for repeated re-enactment of its own sacred "dreams"-- Of that one and only we know even unto this day. [70] As Mandelstam himself put it in his essay on Blok, culture required a cult, [71] and a cult he had in mind was one practiced by the community of authors and readers--in Russia a significant "community of worship" among the educated people and one that knows how to make itself heard.
Far from being esoteric the point of view that this approach requires has been common currency for nearly a century and a half, beginning (if we are looking for a focused tradition) with the exaltation of Pushkin by Gogol in 1834 when Russia's archetypal poet was still a robust thirty-five. The following is but a small portion of this extraordinary document which later on would serve as a model for the adulation of its author, Nikolai Gogol (emphasis is mine): [72] Pushkin constitutes an extraordinary and, perhaps, unique manifestation of the Russian spirit: this is a Russian man in his [mature] development which he will, perhaps, achieve in two hundred years. In him the Russian nature, the Russian soul, Russian language, Russian character found a reflection of such purity, such unalloyed purity, that only a landscape can achieve when reflected on the convex surface of a magnifying glass. [73] In the latter half of the nineteenth century, the authority of authorship became so great that it was not, to use one example, uncommon for an educated Russian to seek moral and spiritual advice from a writer even in a personal encounter, as one would from a Russian Orthodox "holy man," or more precisely, "holy old man (starets). [74] One might see in this phenomenon a manifestation of what one historian defined as a general tendency of Eastern Christianity toward the "dispersal of the holy" outside the confines of the established Church, [75] but a tendency very much encouraged and magnified by the tremendous pressures experienced by Russian society in the decades following the emancipation of the enserfed peasants.
In fact in some instances, speaking both literally and figuratively, the institution of secular authorship and starchestvo existed in a sort of a symbiotic relationship with writers, themselves venerated as spiritual leaders and healers, going on pilgrimages to the retreats
Freidin Chapter One: The Charisma of Poetry and the Poetry of Charisma famous for their holy sages. Konstantin Leont'ev ended his life a monk at the Optina Hermitage, and Dostoevsky, fascinated by the institution, visited Optina often and presented a vivid description of it at the beginning of The Brothers Karamazov. [76] Another writer, Nikolai Leskov responded to the society's interest in the ascetic "holy men" by producing a cycle of exemplary novellas about secular "righteous men" (pravedniki) and, later, by pungently retelling the lives of the early saints, those distant cousins of the Russian startsy. [77] Tolstoy, too, is known to have visited the Optina Hermitage, where he extolled the merits of his adaptation of the New Testament, referring to it--some say immodestly--as "my own gospel." [78] The radical left promoted a starets from its own ranks: a vastly influential figure, Nikolai Chernyshevskii. Although he was temperamentally unsuited for the role of the personal guru in the manner of a Dostoevsky or Tolstoy, he was nevertheless considered to be a veritable prophet or, as a contemporary revolutionist put it, the greatest man born since St. Paul and Jesus Christ. [79] In exile for most of his productive life, this Symeon Stylites of Russian socialism helped to shape the personalities of many educated young men and women, among them Lenin, [80] for generations. The focus of this momentous accomplishment was What Is to Be Done, a novel of exemplary personalities whose extraordinary appeal among contemporary youth was apparently unrelated to the novel's flaws in craftsmanship (that is to say, in comparison with the "classical" Russian novel). Obviously, on the readership's scale of values, the questions of artistic merit could not outweigh the holy attributes of the symbolic Chernyshevsky: a suffering author mirrored in his protagonists and the gospel of social justice and individual fulfillment that he and they preached. What appears to one generation or group as aesthetic ineptitude might appear to another as a "lofty spareness of form" or "freedom from self-indulgent embellishment," as the anti-aesthetic aesthetics of the post 1881 Tolstoy demonstrate most amply. The type of proof offered by a charismatic litte'rateur might change. But that change itself does not necessarily affect the intensity of the literary charisma.
The reasons why literature in Russia has come to occupy what Shils would call a central position in the elite culture is a subject for a separate study, but some of the more important aspects of this process need to be sketched out here if for no other reason than to give historical depth to the career of the poet Mandelstam. The process received its, perhaps, most decisive impetus from a historical coincidence: the famous parting of ways, the alienation of the elite from the state in the wake of the Decembrist Rebellion (1825), [81] was taking place against the background of a great creative outburst in imaginative literature dominated at the time by the European Romanticism which tended to privilege both alienation and the aesthetic sphere. This constelletion of circumstances contributed greatly to the transformation of Russian literature into a social institution that the "society" could claim in its entirety, for it did not owe it to anyone but itself. [82] In the Durkheimian sense especially, the leading spokesmen of the educated society seized upon literature as an "encyclopaedia of Russian life," to use the famous phrase with which Vissarion Belinskii defined Eugene Onegin. However, apart from being a convenient ethno-social compendium, for the generations after Pushkin it served as the Encyclope'die--a revered secular Summa and a collection of exemplary paradigms of its place and time. [83] Exacerbated by the general backwardness of the essentially peasant country and the inflexibility of the ancien re'gime, the rift between educated society and the state never healed. With time it became a three-way split, alienating one from the other: the educated upper and middle classes, the "people," meaning the lower strata of rural and urban life, and the increasingly decrepit but
Freidin Chapter One: The Charisma of Poetry and the Poetry of Charisma still powerful autocracy. It was under these conditions that the lone "voluntary" and open institution of Russia continued to soak up and imitate some of those functions that other Western countries entrusted to the Church, political parties, schools, universities, and, of course, the press. Represented by Dostoevsky, Tolstoy, Turgenev, Chernyshevskii, Chekhov, to name the most famous, Russian literature appeared capable of holding the totality of Russian experience in its embrace. And it must appear as matter of course that Russian literature, a "paradigm" of Russian culture, had developed along the way its own pantheon of "holy men," consisting of authors and their protagonists and not unrelated to the traditional veneration of saints. Against this background, the decision Tolstoy made in 1881 to abandon "literature" in favor of propagating a new form of ethical spirituality by means of "unembellished" verbal structures would have had to be invented had it not taken place. In a way, Tolstoy's last three decades may be seen as an apotheosis of the seriousness of Russian literature and at the same time as its last global and unqualified success.
The expansion of the professions and of industry in the latter half of the nineteenth century and, after the Revolution of 1905, the dramatic easing of censorship, legalization of political parties and other voluntary associations as well as the high standards of public education for the middle and upper classes--all contributed to the rapidly growing differentiation of educated Russian society. [84] Especially those residing in either of the two capitals could enjoy the best of what the cosmopolitan pre-War Europe had to offer an educated man or woman living on a modest income, or even no income at all, as did Osip Mandelstam. When in 1910 Tolstoy escaped from his estate and shortly afterwards, like his Anna, died at a railroad station (for him a symbol of unwelcome modernity), his readers were aware that they might have lost, perhaps, the last Russian author with a "total" grasp.
[85] The age of differentiation has commenced and, with it, the nagging questions about the special, all-embracing position of Russian letters. [86] "We used to be `prophets,'" Blok spoke wistfully about bygone days in his "On the Present State of Russian Symbolism" (1910) and contrasted that higher calling with the current, trivial "request to be `poets.'" [87] It might appear that charisma was flowing out of Russian poetry. In fact, nothing could be further from the truth. There cannnot be a better environment for the dispersal of charisma than the time when old convictions, while undermined, continue to exist side by side with new uncertainties.
Virtually in the same breath, Blok insisted that the "motherland" and society, or as he put it, "the people," found in poetry their highly focused paradigm. The "soul" of the Russian people and the "soul" of Russia were projected onto the microcosm of the poet's soul, [88] and in this sense, a poet could, of course, be seen as a holy man, his intense holiness derived from the dispersed holy of the native land and the people. Needless to say, not every one agreed. But when in the late 1910, Dmitrii Merezhkovskii ventured to express his doubts concerning Blok's claims on this privilege, Blok was ready with an unequivocal response which forced Merezhkovskii to withdraw his objections and offer an apology. "Motherland is akin to her son--man," Blok wrote in what he intended as an open letter to Merezhkovskii:
When she is healthy and at rest, her entire body becomes as sensitive as a healthy human body; not a single point is anesthetized; everything breathes, sees; she answers every blow by raising her head in anger; to every caress she responds tenderly and passionately. Her organs The role of these organs is played and must be played by all people. As to us, writers, who are free from all but human obligations, we must play the role of the subtlest and most important organs of her feelings. We are not her blind instincts--we are her heartaches, her thoughts, ideas, the impulses of her will. [89] 
I n P l a c e o f a B i o g r a p h y
Do not forget me, torment me, but do Give me a name, do give me a name: It will be easier for me, you understand me, In this pregnant and profound blue. O. Mandelstam (1923) It was against this ambiguous background of exalted expectations for poetry and poets and the fear that the time of great literature was passing away [90] that Mandelstam's first selection of poems appeared in a major journal--the August, 1910, issue of the Petersburg Apollon. Half a century or so later, typescript, amateur collections of his poetry, much of it heroically preserved by his widow, were furtively passed from hand to hand in Moscow and Leningrad while in the United States Boris Filippov and Gleb Struve were launching a multivolume edition of his writings. The major landmarks of these fifty or so years included: two great wars and an assortment of smaller ones; two major revolutions from below (February and October, 1917), one (the Stalin revolution) from above with its total mobilization, colossal construction, famine and the catastrophic proliferation of the Gulag, and eventually, after Stalin's death, the still incomplete "de-stalinization." The full brunt of these events fell on the shoulders of Mandelstam's generation, men and women born during the last decade of what in retrospect might appear as an innocent and civil age. Most of them were crushed by the colossal weight of the new, in Akhmatova's chilling definition, "not calendar but real twentieth century" and have disappeared into the anonymity of its "mass" graves.
But there were others, admittedly few, who, however glorious or inglorious their lives and deaths, managed to preserve their names or, better, managed to have their names closely associated with the image of their epoch.
[Russian text no. Mandelstam wrote these lines late in 1923, around the time he began working on his autobiography, and only halfway through the show that was his epoch. The part he had seen impressed him enough to turn it into it a vehicle for the poetic narrative of his own "personal" drama. Hence the title of his recollections: not a "story of my life" but The Noise of Time, sparely and emphatically. What there remained for Mandelstam to hear and see before his death in a concentration camp somewhere in the Far East in 1938 loomed larger still and was making, as it continued to move, a louder and crasser sound. "We live," goes one of his ambiguous descriptions of the epoch offered in 1922, "in the shadow of an unfinished temple dedicated to a deity yet unknown." [91] And one does indeed have to strain one's eyes to keep the poet's personal biography in view, so thoroughly has it blended with the pall cast by the blessedly unfinished house of worship. Like the fact of his first name, the facts of his life were accidental--in themselves ordinary, if not trivial--and only retouched by the narrative of his readers' historical memory and the narrative patterns of his own art did they amount to what we, speaking casually, call a biography while having in mind something far more purposeful--a poet's "fate." That story, specifically, the childhood years, is well told by Mandelstam himself in his autobiographical The Noise of Time (1925) and admirably amplified and contextualized in the critical biography by Clarence Brown. [92] What I would like to offer here is not so much an outline of Mandelstam's childhood and youth (with a small addendum on his life in the late 1920's) as a discussion of the typology that went into the composition of what by now is a well-known story. Events pertaining to the rest of Mandelstam's life will be invoked in subsequent chapters as we move from poem to poem.
Mandelstam was Jewish, went to the Tenishev School, and grew up in St. Petersburg. Now, to be born a Jew, as Mandelstam was, might not have meant much, if he and his age had not decided to dwell on it, however gingerly the one and however obsessively the other. Boris Pasternak, also a Jew and a poet of the same generation, did not make much of his ethnic origins, and in his case, too, the age seems to have chosen to let sleeping dogs lie. [93] Nor was there anything extraordinary or unique about Mandelstam's family. Middle class, moderately well-off and settled in St. Petersburg, his parents tried and succeeded in giving their three boys (Osip was the oldest) a good education. All three graduated from one of St. Petersburg's more "progressive" schools, the Tenishev, where children of different social, ethnic, and religious backgrounds were more or less harmoniously mixed in pursuit of physical health, knowledge and civic virtue. The progressive aristocratic parents of another famous Russian author and Tenishev graduate, Vladimir Nabokov, would not have settled for In Mandelstam's later reconstruction of his childhood, composed in the early 1920's, his family (more precisely, his parents, for about his siblings there was not a word) appeared as something fragile and insubstantial, a pair of interlopers pretending to belong to the St. Petersburg of the Russian Orthodox feast days and military parades. For what might have looked from the outside as a solid leather merchant's household--music lessons, French governesses, the dacha, instruction in the Talmud, private school for the boys--turned out to be a slap dash affair tossed about on Russia's uncertain seas overwhelmed by the "noise of time" whistling and clapping in the rigging. However true or false, this family portrait matched nicely with Mandelstam's metaphor of the deceptively decorous Imperial capital: a magnificent covering of pomp and circumstance thrown over the twitching body of the snorting and expiring Imperial "beast." [94] That the family was Jewish and lived in a country where the majority of their coreligionists were banished from central Russia by law [95] might or might not have been relevant as a feature of the family's life experience. In either case, the state's antisemitism made narrative sense, for it possessed all the satisfying attributes of "poetic justice" one might finds in ethically balanced plot lines. For no matter how grotesquely and paradoxically, the family did mirror the state: as they tried to assimilate, unevenly and with hesitation, into the larger Russian life, the Mandelstams unwittingly recapitulated the ambiguous career of the "Petersburg Russia" as she attempted to "assimilate" into the community of Europe's better pedigreed states. Not unlike this "assimilated" European country, the assimilated Mandelstams were neither quite Jewish nor quite Russian --two slate pads waiting to be erased and re-inscribed.
To the extent that the school reflected the interests and concerns of the capital city (public gatherings were often held in its capacious assembly hall [96] ), Mandelstam found himself in a milieu where literature and politics formed the main preoccupations and were often hard to separate. There must have been other, we can imagine, romantic concerns, but about them he chose to say nothing. Russia--she was the elected bride, at least by retrospective intention. And it was in order to appeal to her that boys like Mandelstam read the The Erfurt Program, tempered their character and intellect according to the still risque' Herzen, and composed mystico-symbolic verse. "Metal shavings from the Obukhov Plant and the latest issue of The Balance both sitting under his desk, were the two items that defined the compass of his interests before he graduated from the Tenishev School. [97] The first was emblematic of the boy's politics (in substance vaguely Marxist, and in temperament heroically Socialist-Revolutionary [98] ) and invoked one of St. Petersburg's more radical factories. There on March 2, 1907, the sixteen-year-old Mandelstam made a propaganda speech on the occasion of plaster falling from the ceiling of the State Duma--an innocent event, as it later turned out, which only resembled a possible plot of the sinister autocratic Government. [99] The other, "the most civilized journal" in Russia, in the words of one historian, [100] served since 1904 as the central organ for the expression of the Russian Symbolists' refined sensibility and profound sense.
A Coat of Many Colors
Freidin Chapter One: The Charisma of Poetry and the Poetry of Charisma It goes without saying that for those who, like Mandelstam, marched into impressionable adolescence in step with the decomposition of the old state and were propelled into their youth by the explosion of the 1905 revolution, a combination of these two interests may indeed have been a matter of course. Literature, the Russian tradition taught one to expect, would prophesy the cause which, according to the ideology of Russian populism, would be acted upon by the heroic martyrs. [101] Boris Savinkov, the mastermind of a series of political assassinations was also a rather fashionable author of modernist novels, published under the pen name Ropshin. Known to the S.R. underground as "the Poet," Ivan Kaliaev executed two of Savinkov's assassination plots, one leading to the death of the Minister of the Interior Pleve and the other, in which Kaliaev threw the bomb, the Grand Duke Sergei Aleksandrovich in 1905, and he, too, had cultivated a taste for modern literature. According to Savinkov, he particularly admired Blok, Briusov and Bal'mont who seem to have been integral to his political activity:
For those who knew him (Kaliaev) intimately, his love for art and love for the revolution were illuminated by the same flame--unconscious, timid but profound and powerful religious feeling. He came to terrorism following his own, original route, seeing in it not only the best form of political struggle but also a moral, perhaps, religious sacrifice. [102] In those heady days, one could travel in the opposite direction, too, as did Mandelstam's future mentor, the major Symbolist guru Viacheslav Ivanov, who proudly declared his membership in a group called the Mystical Anarchists. [103] How well Mandelstam understood this tradition and how powerfully it affected him! In the Chapter entitled "The Bookcase," he comes across the portrait of the poet Semen Nadson (1862-1887), the rage of his parents' generation, which provides him with a pretext for developing, albeit in the ironic mode, the singularly important charismatic theme. This passage, with its complex elaboration of the metaphor of "burning" is worth citing here at length. The 1880's in Vilno as mother recalled them. It was everywhere the same: sixteen-year-old girls tried to read John Stuart Mill and at the public recitals one could see luminous personalities who--with a certain dense admixture of pedal, a fainting away on the piano passage, and blank features--played the latest thing of the leonine Anton. But what actually happened is that the intelligentsia with Buckle and Rubinstein and led by the luminous personalities--who in their beatific idiocy completely lost the way--resolutely turned to the practice of self-immolation. Like high tar-coated torches the adherents of the People's Will Party burned for all the people to see, with Sofia Perovskaia and Zheliabov, and all of them, all of provincial Russia and all of the students smouldered in sympathy: not one single green leaf was to be left.
Semen Afanasievich Vengerov, a relative of mine on my mother's side (the family in Vilno and school memories), understood nothing of Russian literature and studied Pushkin as a professional task, but
Freidin Chapter One: The Charisma of Poetry and the Poetry of Charisma "one thing" he understood. His "one thing" was: the heroic character of Russian literature. He was a fine one with his heroic character when he would drag slowly along Zagorodnyi Prospekt from his apartment to the card catalogue, hanging on the elbow of his aging wife and smirking into his dense ant beard. [104] All this was written by the man who admired Skriabin's "The Poem of Fire," tracing its sensibility to the self-immolation of the Russian Old Believers martyring themselves for Christ. [105] Upon their graduation from the Tenishev School in the summer of 1907, Boris Sinani and Osip Mandelstam, both age sixteen, travelled to the village of Raivola, Finland, where, at a conspiratorial retreat, they applied for membership in the B. O., the Fighting (i.e., terrorist) Organization of the Socialist-Revolutionary Party. For whatever reason (most likely their age), the boys' petition to join the ranks of those who "burned up" was rejected. [106] Soon afterwards Boris Sinani died, and Mandelstam set out on his first tour of Europe, which he spent largely in Paris, enjoying cafe life, composing, making friends among compatriots, attending the Sorbonne, and translating French poetry. [107] In Paris, he attended a memorial meeting for one of the founders of the S. Mandelstam expressed the strongest desire to go there with me, but I don't think politics had anything to do with it. It was of course the personality and the fate of Gershuni that attracted him. The principle speaker was B. V. Savinkov. The moment he began to speak, Mandelstam sat bolt upright, got up from his seat, and listened to the whole speech standing in the aisle. He listened to it in a kind of trance, his mouth half open and his eyes half closed and his whole body leaning over so far backwards that I was even afraid he might fall. I must confess that he made a rather comic sight. [108] The posture described by Karpovich strongly recalls Mandelstam's "trances" during his recitals. [109] ",,"In the summer of 1908, having postponed his decision to enroll at Heidelberg, he returned to St. Petersburg to remain there till the summer of the following year. These ten or so months when the young man gave himself up to the intellectual and artistic life of the capital were decisive for Mandelstam's subsequent career as a poet. Perhaps most important, he was introduced to Viacheslav Ivanov and began visiting his "Tower," the literary salon in St. Petersburg and, in more ways than one, a true academy for the ple'iade of Mandelstam's generation. [110] Among poets of Ivanov's stature, who were admittedly few, not one could rival him in erudition, authority and energy--the qualities which this man, who had studied with Mommsen (Roman History) and Saussure (Sanscrit), [111] combined to produce the most comprehensive "charismatic" program for poets and poetry in modern Russia. [112] Bringing together a post-Nietzschean mysterial Christianity and the achievements of contemporary scholarship in philology, anthropology and comparative mythology [113] and integrating them into the populist ideology of the Russian intelligentsia (the sanctifying "seriousness" of the popular and archaic imagination) [114] and into the religious sensibility of his
Freidin Chapter One: The Charisma of Poetry and the Poetry of Charisma contemporaries, [115] Ivanov was able to produce such a satisfying aesthetico-religiouspolitical synthesis that a young man like Mandelstam could not but be stunned and seduced. Not only could most of the contradictions of contemporary Russian life find their resolution in Ivanov's all-embracing catholicity, but, most important, they could accomodate splendidly (too splendidly, perhaps) the wildest ambition of a young poet--to assume the role of a condensed representation of all that the society considered to be, in Durkheimian sense, serious and sacred. This calls for an illustration.
A letter Mandelstam wrote from Paris to V. V. Gippius (pen name Bestuzhev), a Symbolist poet and his Tenishev teacher of Russian literature, contains an intellectual selfportrait of Mandelstam a year before he came to know personally the author of Guiding Stars and, later, Cor ardens. The portion of this letter that I would like to cite here conveys succinctly what it meant for a young man to drift in the cross-currents of different, often conflicting ideological trends competing in the relative freedom of the post-1905 Russia. This is a sixteen-year-old Mandelstam, over-exposed to the grand solutions of the grand riddle of life and completely unsure about the type into which to cast his own Self at the moment. The letter was dated April 19, 1908 .
I have always seen in you a representative of some dear and at the same time hostile principle, and, I have to add, it is precisely the ambiguity of this principle that constituted its charm. Now I understand that this principle is nothing other than religious culture--whether Christian or not I do not know--but religious in any case.
Brought up in a nonreligious milieu (the family and school), I have long yearned for religion hopelessly and platonically--but with an ever-increasing self-awareness. My first religious experience goes back to my juvenile infatuation with the Marxist dogma and is inseparable from this infatuation.
But the bond linking religion and social issues was broken for me already in my childhood. The relief from contradictions provided by Ivanov may not have been complete [118] but the friendship between the young man and his mentor lasted for years [119] and, what is more significant, the conceptual vocabulary that Ivanov imparted to Mandelstam was never entirely abandoned. [120] A young poet torn between Nietzschean individualism and the deep populist yearning for a "catholic" or "symphonic" union (sobornoe edinenie) with the people, could breathe a sigh of relief after finding a comfortable footing in Ivanov's elaborate construct. So, too, could the poet who now found himself himself perplexed by the limitations of action and the questionable effectiveness of boundless thought, limitations of ethics as a form of religion and limitations of the available "institutional" religions as means of satisfying a deep spiritual need.For Ivanov, a lone poet, if he were a true "hermitage" poet (keleinyi poet), served as "the organ of popular [narodnyi] consciousness," [121] and his poetry was efficacious, active, a true deed, like "a prayer of Brahmin." [122] One who felt dissatisfied with institutionalized religion but found atheism or agnosticism equally wanting (as did Mandelstam, together with many of his contemporaries), could also find relief in Ivanov's views. For the "given" of the contemporary religious experience of Christianity was, according to Ivanov, historically incomplete, waiting to be reunited with its other, suppressed but original half--the religion of Dionysus. [123] And it was the task of the "hermitage" poet to assume the heavy burden of reawakening this dormant truth in the mind of the people by invoking in his art the magic of symbol and myth. [124] What a "hermitage" poet was to the thronging crowd, symbol was to myth, and myth was to the sacred collective consciousness of the people [narod, der Volk].
[125] Each member in this chain of relations differed from its preceding link by a higher degree of intensity and all contributed to the charismatic mana possessed by a poet--the theurgos, the
Freidin Chapter One: The Charisma of Poetry and the Poetry of Charisma author, the creator--who has focused onto himself all of their intensity. Further, the theories of Viacheslav the Magnificent (as his admirers refered to him on occasion) provided a powerful antidote to the creeping toxins of "differentiation" that threatened to deprive Russian Literature and Poetry of their capital "L" and "P." The acknowledged crisis of the sacred permeating modern Russian society, including the realm of letters, needed only a minute grafting of Hegelian dialectics to be convincingly transformed into the prelude to an imminent and total sacralization. This was an operation that Ivanov performed with consummate skill.
Finally, Ivanov's teaching, however esoteric his work may seem to us, did not wonder far beyond the humanistic curriculum of a contemporary European university, which made the course work of a student like Mandelstam a relevant and rich source of material for poetry as well as a current and satisfying view of the world. [126] In life style, too, university learning and modernism made a happy alliance in Viacheslav Ivanov, for a student privileged enough to attend the famous nighttime vigils at the "Tower" stood a good chance of running into one of his instructors at the University of St. Petersburg. [127] It would, of course, be misleading to limit For Mandelstam's generation, a period of apprenticeship was followed by a period of individuation which coincided with what has become known in the history of Russian literature as the "crisis of Symbolism." This series of critical debates concerning the nature of the Russian Symbolist movement culminated in the famous four-partite exchange, with Ivanov, Blok, and Belyi insisting on a sacred theurgist mission of the movement and Briusov, in a recent about-face, denying that anything but aesthetics had or would ever matter for a true Symbolist. [128] Putting the specifics of the agenda aside, the debate represented a clash not so much of scenarios for the future or the past of Symbolism as of discourses, and in this respect, there can be little doubt that the vocabulary of Viacheslav Ivanov had triumphed. Blok, the foremost poet at the time, acknowledged this in his talk, "On the Contemporary State of Russian Symbolism," delivered a week after Ivanov's statements. It was not a polite exaggeration when Blok referred to his own, for him crucially important address, as a Baedeker to the world that Viacheslav Ivanov had just mapped out in his "Testaments of Symbolism." The relations between the two poets soon soured, but for years to come Blok continued to indicate that his address was one of the two most significant essays that he had ever written. [129] He reprinted it without any changes as a separate brochure eleven years later.
Freidin Chapter One: The Charisma of Poetry and the Poetry of Charisma An incident involving Valerii Briusov and Nikolai Gumilev, who at the time considered himself to be in Briusov's orbit, is even more instructive. Believing that he had the younger generation on his side, [130] Briusov must have been quite surprised to receive an endorsment of Blok's speech from his disciple Nikolai Gumilev. The future theoretician and founder of Acmeism, who was busy preparing a revolt against the diktat of Ivanov, [131] saw in Blok's variations on the theme from the "Testament" of the Magnificent Viacheslav a form in which he could accept Ivanov's central notion of art as theurgy, if not through symbol, then myth. [132] And even if the style that the Acmeists, particularly Gumilev and Mandelstam, would later advocate was relatively sober and better "balanced" between this and the other mysterious world, the two were never prepared to give up the global claims for poetry which bore a recognizable imprint of Ivanov's old program. In fact, not only the Acmeists but Futurists, too, defined themselves in opposition to the "theurgist" Symbolism, while keeping the substantial portion of the lofty vocabulary intact. [133] It is this type of indirect acknowledgement that speaks volumes about the importance of Ivanov's writings for the contemporary discourse on poetry. The "ideas came from Viacheslav Ivanov himself," Mandelstam was prepared to acknowledge in the early 1920's, defining the properly Acmeist and indirectly the Futurist achievement as the introduction into Russian poetry of a new "taste." [134] Mandelstam was not present at the debates around the Crisis of Symbolism, although he followed them with great interest. During the fall and winter of 1909-10 he was studying Romance languages and philosophy at Heidelberg. One more year would pass before he established himself as a student at the University of St. Petersburg. The activities and landmarks during this intervening year included the first publication in the Apollon, literary politics around the journal, [135] the "Academy of Verse," the Poets' Guild, [136] [139] Enigmatically, he was baptized not as a Russian Orthodox, which, perhaps, might have carried the stigma of capitulation before the religious intolerance of the state, nor as a Roman Catholic, however much he felt fascinated by its Mediaeval glory, but as a member of the Finnish Methodist Church. [140] Given the position of the Methodists in the religiously intolerant Russian Empire, they were an unlikely choice for someone in search of a fictitious Baptismal certificate, which suggests that Mandelstam's baptism was more of a conversion than a pro forma ceremony for a Russian Jew seeking to enroll at the University of St. Petersburg. Be that as it may, Methodism never surfaced in his art, unless one wishes to locate it in the poet's abundunt enthusiasm, [141] whereas both Roman Catholicism and Russian Orthodoxy played a significant role in the "narrative" of his life.
With the publication of his poetry in Apollon, the "mute" years of Mandelstam's life come to an end, and whatever we know about his life henceforth becomes completely inseparable from his prose and poetry.
Issue no. 9 of Apollon, which I received today, contains five poems by a young lyric poet Joseph [sic] Emilievich Mandelstam whose aquaintance I made in Hanko" [Finland] Petersburg) , where for half a year he studied Romance languages. At the Tenishev, he was either an S.-R. or an S.-D., and even made an inflamatory speech before the workers of his district . . . . Now he is ashamed of his previous revolutionary activity and considers it his calling to pursue the career of a lyric poet. [142] So wrote an older friend of Mandelstam, Sergei Pavlovich Kablukov, when he made an entry in his diary on August 18, 1910 , which might as well be considered to be, if we paraphrase Clarence Brown, the birthday of Mandelstam the poet. At least for the purposes of the present study, there was no other Mandelstam. It is for this reason that in order to understand his place in modern Russian culture, I shall focus on his identity as a "Russian poet," more specifically, on the narrative of self-presentation--the way he shaped his Self in his gesture and art.
Such an approach is justified even when it involves the second half of the 1920's when Mandelstam's Muse fell silent or, to be precisem, when he ceased to compose poetry. For these were not altogether "mute" years. Both his autobiographical prose, The Noise of Time (1925) and his novella "The Egyptian Stamp" (1928) were an event in modern Russian prose, even if they were marked by self-mockery on the part of the once loftily charismatic poet. For Mandelstam, as for other poets of his generation, this period, roughly between 1924 and 1929, was a time of changing landmarks. The perplexing Russian society of the New Economic Policy (NEP) period, with its conflicting value systems, the difficulty of earning a living by literary free-lancing, and finally, the appearence of a new generation of readers and writers with different expectations and tastes, greatly attenuated the "centrality" of poetry. To add insult to injury, Mandelstam, whose earnings from writing had never amounted to a reliable income, had to undertake money-making literary projects (editing and translating) in order to earn a living, it would seem, for the first time in his life. The charisma of poetry, as it had taken shape over the preceding century was, needless to say, inimical to that kind of enterprising activity. According to the memoirs of the poet's widow to whom we owe, as it were, the canonical view of Mandelstam, these were not, to say the least, the most glorious years of her husband's career. [143] It was only in the 1930's, with the institution of strict controls over literature, that the state began to provide an economic cushion for the officially recognized but nevertheless free-lance authors. By contrast under the NEP, the relative autonomy of literature from the state went hand in hand with the economic insecurity for writers and poets. Together with the shift of poetry from the center to the periphery of the culture, these not entirely personal reasons could not but affect the choice of style and form, and in The Egyptian Stamp in particular, Mandelstam switched from the high gear of an almost mystical identification with the age to the low gear of a historicizing, ironic prose narrative. One could no longer write, as Mikhail Zoshchenko once put it, as though nothing had happened.
[144] This was true for lyric poetry as much as prose fiction. [145] The poet's choice was to disappear from the scene or to start looking for new paths. [146] In The Egyptian Stamp, Mandelstam went as far as to jettison those parts of his
Freidin Chapter One: The Charisma of Poetry and the Poetry of Charisma former self --instinstive intelligentsia humanity and no less instinctive attachment to "culture" of ballets and operas at the Mariinskii, the gestures of a bungler and "weakling" --that might possibly brand him as a "has been" or, in the parlance of the day, a "carryover" from the antedeluvian Tsarist period (perezhitok). [147] It was one such "carryover," a Populist litterateur A. G. Gornfel'd, who in 1928 accused Mandelstam of literary piracy. Apparently through no fault of Mandelstam, Gornfel'd's pre-1917 translation of de Coster appeared under the name of Mandelstam, who had only served as editor (see chapters 7 and 8 as well as the Appendix). As Nadezhda Mandelstam suggested decades later, this ultimately wrongful accusation and the travails Mandelstam went through to clear his name helped him to regain his "sense of his inner certitude" without which he could not function as a poet. [148] Or, we might say, the painful experience allowed him once again to counterpose himself to, and hence to identify with, the entire world --the fundamental source of strength for a charismatic poet. The rapidly growing polarization of society further amplified Mandelstam's estrangement from the community of writers, raising a personal misfortune to the level of an objective correlative.
Upon his return to Moscow from an extended tour of Armenia in 1930, things slowly began to fall into place. Before long, Mandelstam was able to ree"stablish in his life a bohemian equilibrium and to resume the lifestyle of a charismatic poet, something that he found difficult to sustain under the materialist NEP. His continuing estrangement from the writers' establishment formed one part of the equilibrium, and it was counterbalanced by the privilged status he was able to enjoy thanks to his friends in high places. His chief patron, Nikolai Bukharin, who admired Mandelstam's art and was still a powerful figure in the Party hierarchy, was able to arrange for the poet a special state pension which, although meager monetarily, entitled him to such pleasantries as free public transportation and, no minor matter in a famine stricken country, food privileges reserved for the very important servants of the state. [149] In addition to this already extraordinary gift, the Mandelstams moved into their own apartment, a true luxury in those very difficult years. [150] Whatever label one might wish to put on that literary skandal that the Mandelstam's ironically christened the "Dreyfus Affair," [151] it prepared him well for the decade to come. The resumption of total mobilization in the Stalin Revolution and the accompanying cult of the supreme leader changed the contradictory and, many thought, complacent pluralism of the NEP years, [152] inaugurating a period in which a poet of cultivated singularity and charismatic tradition could go on producing lyric poetry of high seriousness or perish in a concentration camp, or, as happened to Mandelstam, do both.
There is a 1913 poem by Mandelstam which he originally intended to call "The Palace Square," referring to the square before the Winter Palace in St. Petersburg . Knowing what we know now about Mandelstam's life and death, it reads almost like an outline of his future. But if we look at it from the vantage point of 1913, it appears as a thematic variation on the charismatic tradition of Russian poetry and poets. Shaped in the form of a poetic prayer, it consists of only two stanzas. In the first Mandelstam sets up the historical props which in the second will begin to look like the shadows thrown by the praying poet.
[Russian text no. There is magic in such "answered prayers," the kind of magic that tradition associates with the poetic word--it heals, it casts a spell, it prophesies. And just as one does not have to believe in Santa Claus in order to expect receiving a coveted item as a Christmas present, one need not believe in the magic of the word in order to continue expecting and sometimes receiving from poets a coveted assurance that they indeed possess the extraordinary gift and would share it with us, if only on rare and special occasions. How was it possible for Mandelstam or, for that matter, any poet of his stature, to attract to himself so much "mana"? A question of this sort requires many different, complementary answers, each focusing on a certain aspect of the culture in which the gift and the proofs of its extraordinary nature are displayed and recognized. The answer offered in this study involves an examination of Mandelstam's mythologies [154] of self-presentation in relation to larger narrative patterns of Russian culture which provided the lexicon and the grammer as well as the outer frame for the poet's oeuvre. [30]L. Ginzburg, "Iz starykh zapisei," in her O Starom i novom (Leninrad, 1983), p. 354 ("Poety").
[31]Cf. a similar characterization of another poet, this time during the "bourgeois," NEP period (1926) . "She [Akhmatova] has the demeanor of an ex-queen at a bourgeois resort." L. Ginzburg (1983), p. 373. And further, after having been greeted by Akhmatova's slight nod: "Her gesture came out well, it corresponded to that historico-literary need for adulation [blagogovenie] which I experience in relation to her." Ibid.
[32]Nadezhda Mandelstam, despite her sober attitude to Khlebnikov makes a point of telling how Mandelstam, hardly a pragmatist himself, had once taken care of the other-wordly, helpless Khlebnikov by demanding that Nicholas Berdiaev (then the chairman of the Writers' Union) provide a room of "at least six square meters" for "the world's greatest poet before whom all world poetry pales." NM 2, p. 107ff. This anecdote may suggest that Pasternak's characterization of Mandelstam in 1932 as the "second Khlebnikov" did not emerge altogether spontaneously but had been cultivated for a long time and had a wider currency. 
